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“I’ve been at the

District 10 years doing

this job, and I wouldn’t

want to do any other.”
– THERESE EAST

A Florida redbelly turtle
and a common moorhen
share a typical freshwater
habitat 

Field work is an essential
component of District
environmental restoration
projects

Pay no mind to that hulking gator
floating on the water’s surface

offshore from the new boat ramp at the
northern end of the Loxahatchee National
Wildlife Refuge.

While the leathery 8-footer is certainly
no “Freddy,” the affable animated alligator
mascot of the South Florida Water
Management District, maybe this cold-
blooded Jurassic throwback will
become the unofficial greeter to the
northernmost boat access to the
Everglades. The District ramp is
expected to generate a lot of traffic
from anglers, sight-seers, birders and
other outdoor lovers when it opens in
September. The facility includes an
adjacent fishing dock, a covered kiosk
and environmentally friendly,
composting restrooms. There is a
paved parking lot and the ramp can
accommodate two boats at once.

The facility is an improved
replacement to the previous District boat
ramp that served this end of the Refuge,
which also encompasses the District’s
Water Conservation Area 1 (WCA 1). The
old facility, which closed in 1997 to make
way for Everglades restoration
construction, attracted a “conservative
estimate” of 200 boaters a week, said
Serena Rinker, an interpretive specialist
with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service,
which oversees the Refuge.

“We put an announcement in our
newsletter and right off the bat we got half
a dozen calls,” Rinker said. “They all want
to know when it’s going to open.”

Public boat ramps on District property
are nothing new. There are more than 160
ramps open to the public throughout the
16-county District, from the Everglades in
the south to Lake Tohopekaliga in the
north. But this is the first “major new
ramp we’ve done in many years,” said

Fred Davis, the District’s land stewardship
director. Its construction is being handled
by the District, but the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife service will operate it.

“After the old boat ramp was lost,
people had to drive all the way to (the
refuge’s main entrance) west of Boynton
Beach,” Davis said. “This will reconnect
people in western Palm Beach County to
the refuge. It’s certainly the northernmost
boat access to the Everglades system.”

Entrance to the facility will be
monitored by a gate near 20-mile Bend off
of Southern Boulevard. Admission will
cost $5 per vehicle and it will be open
from sunrise to sunset. A law enforcement
official will be on patrol or on call at all
times. And be sure to look for the gator.

“Oh, yeah – this is his home,” a
construction worker at the boat ramp said
one recent afternoon.

A dedication event is planned in
September to officially open the new
ramp. For directions or additional
information, visit loxahatchee.fws.gov or
call (561) 734-8303.
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QQ..

AA..

Question selected from District letters
and emails received from the public.

QQ.. Is there public, recreational boating
access to the stormwater treatment areas
(STA 1-West, STA 2, STA 3/4, STA 5 and
STA 6)?

AA.. Consistent with the new policy on
public recreational use on South Florida
Water Management District lands, we are
evaluating the potential for expanding the
public access and recreational use within the
stormwater treatment areas (STAs). These
large constructed wetlands are part of a state
and federally mandated water quality
improvement program, so their first and
foremost intended use is phosphorus
reduction, and that intended use cannot be
compromised. However, there are many
public uses that appear to be consistent with
water quality treatment, and we are
investigating which uses can be made
available in which STAs. Uses being
considered include bird watching, fishing
from external levees, limited water fowl
hunting in selected areas, hiking, bicycling
and possibly horseback riding. However,
boating within an STA is not considered a
compatible use because of the impact that
vessels have in creating paths through the
treatment vegetation. These paths lead to
inefficient phosphorus removal due to what is
referred to as hydraulic short-circuiting,
where the water preferentially moves through
the paths and is not treated by the vegetation.  

Please review our Public Use Guide,
which outlines a variety of areas throughout
the region where access and recreation of all
types is available. Get your copy at
www.sfwmd.gov or call (561) 682-6635.

Lake Okeechobee Protection
Program Surges Ahead
Project partners committed to cleanup effort

A U G U S T / S E P T E M B E R  2 0 0 4

Get Your Feet
Wet with...
Therese East
Staff Environmental Scientist
Lake Okeechobee

As a new regular column in
WaterMatters, we invite you to
“get your feet wet” as you spend a
day on the job with the people
behind the projects featured in our
stories.

Therese East spends many a
work day analyzing blooms.
They’re not rose blooms or
chrysanthemum blooms. East
monitors phytoplankton blooms in
Lake Okeechobee. And her work
station is often on a boat. East
works with partner, Environmental
Scientist Andy Rodusky, to collect
water samples at 10 locations
around Lake Okeechobee’s shore,
including sites near major drinking
water intake structures, such as
those supplying Clewiston and
Pahokee, and lake areas with high
recreational use. 

Phytoplankton are simple
plants:  blue-green bacteria that
grow with light and nutrients and
are an essential part of the aquatic
food chain. Excessive growth can
cause problems with taste and odor
of drinking water or toxins harmful
to fish, wildlife, and domestic
animals. “Phytoplankton are
always present in the water,” East
said, “but we have to be on the
lookout for major blooms that can
produce toxins.” 

East launches a boat into the
lake several days a week in the
summer, but less often in winter, to

gather water samples. On a day in
June, she declared, “This is a
perfect day for sampling. During
bad weather we can actually have 
21/2 foot waves in this shallow
lake, and storms come up fast.”
Rodusky added the crew can take a
pounding in the aluminum-hulled
boat and the bow can go under
when the lake is choppy, so they
must be vigilant in observing
weather conditions.

The pair comes prepared with
labeled water collection bottles,
which they fill with samples from
the 10 areas. Samples are sent to
the District’s chemistry lab for
water quality analysis and also to
special, contracted labs that
determine exactly how much of
which phytoplankton, and which
toxins are present in each sample.
“There are three specific toxins
that blooms can produce,” East
said. 

East also makes a visual check
of the water’s appearance – does it

look clear, cloudy, green, etc. –
then enters her observation onto a
survey form. “Today the color
looks as though it’s from turbidity
rather than a high presence of
phytoplankton,” she said. The

information is being used for a
study to determine how the
appearance of the water correlates
to actual bloom conditions.

Other “tools of the trade” used
by East include a Secchi Disk, a
device lowered into the water to
determine the depth at which light
penetrates into the water column,
and a water sampler that measures
water temperature, dissolved
oxygen, and water conductivity.
The information is compiled into a
database to generate scientific data
to help manage the lake, and will
help assess the success of the Lake
Okeechobee Protection Program
by looking at the lake conditions
as examined through changes in
water quality and the associated
flora and fauna.

And yes, this means some days
are spent at a computer. 

“I’ve been at the District 10
years doing this job, and I
wouldn’t want to do any other,”
East said. “I work with a cohesive

group of scientists, and we often
assist with each other’s projects.
Not only can we count on our
group to achieve project goals, but
we have fun while doing it,”
she said.

Water Ways of Yesteryear
Dateline: 1915

Same job, different goals. In 1915 this surveying crew went to work in the
Everglades, identifying boundaries and elevations for upcoming drainage projects.
“The Everglades will prove to be the richest of lands when the drainage work is
completed,” promised a 1910 real estate catalogue. 

Surveyors still work in the Everglades. As employed by the South Florida Water
Management District, they are part of the Everglades restoration effort, helping to
undo decades of damage to this unique ecosystem. Accurate surveying of boundaries,
historical flood lines and elevations is essential for identifying and purchasing lands
needed for Everglades restoration.

in thisissue...
Lake “O” work begins

Summer at Service Centers

Volunteer “gardeners”

Find Freddy

Everglades progress

Day at the District

Championing employees

Yesteryear photo

Boat ramp opens

The survey says….

Ask Freddy 

▲
▲

▲
▲

▲
▲

▲
▲

▲
▲

▲

he environmental problems facing Lake
Okeechobee are so large that the effort to fix

them will require participation from everyone with
a stake in this vital ecosystem’s future.

So goes the thinking behind the Lake
Okeechobee Protection Plan (LOPP), a multifaceted
strategy aimed at reducing phosphorus entering this
essential water source for South Florida. The plan
was presented to Governor Jeb Bush in January, as
required when the Florida Legislature set this
massive environmental restoration effort into
motion in 2000 by enacting the Lake Okeechobee
Protection Act.

The primary goal is to reduce the amount of
phosphorus entering the lake from the 10-year
average of 433 metric tons per year to 140 metric
tons per year by 2015. While phosphorus is vital to
all natural systems, excess amounts promote algae
and undesirable plant growth, changing the lake’s
delicate ecology. 

From common-sense practices to public-private
partnerships and leading edge technologies, this far-
reaching plan’s success depends on the
commitment of the region’s urban newcomers and
long-time town folk, ranchers and dairy farmers,

and its government and community leaders.  

INNOVATIVE SOLUTIONS

Butler Oaks Dairy in Highlands County has
established an elaborate water system of canals,
culverts and storage areas to reuse excessive
rainfall and chemically treat phosphorus-laden
water on the property. In Ousley Estates, just north
of the lake and south of Okeechobee City, old
failing septic tanks are giving way to a state-of-the-
art vacuum pump sewer system that sends
wastewater to a central wastewater treatment plant.

A D A Y A T T H E D I S T R I C T

ANSWER TO FIND FREDDY

S-5A Pump Station
Freddy is monitoring things like water,

oil, and cylinder temperatures of engines at

the S-5A Pump Station in central Palm

Beach County. Pump stations help manage

water resources, especially now during

southern Florida’s wet season when we

may have excess water from cloudbursts or

rain brought by tropical storms or

hurricanes.

The pump station is equipped with six

propeller pumps driven by diesel engines

that move water from the drainage area

served by the West Palm Beach Canal into

Water Conservation Area 1, where it can

be stored for future use. Each engine is

capable of pumping 800 cubic feet of water

per second (cfs) or 2,160,000 gallons per

minute (gpm).

Pump stations serve a purpose during

dry weather as well. When water demands

are high and supply is low, water is

released from storage areas to meet the

needs of people and the environment alike. 

Therese East partners with Andy Rodusky to collect and label water samples in brown-
colored collection jars from various sites around Lake Okeechobee’s shore. 

T

Boat Ramp Opens Northernmost Everglades to Public

And the Survey Says…
You spoke. We listened. 

Our request for reader feedback prompted a great response and we
appreciate the input. If you think the paper feels a little different this issue,
you’re right! Read on to discover why.

■ Of the 1,100 responses received, a whopping 98 percent read all or some
of the articles

■ An overwhelming majority prefer a printed copy to an electronic version
■ More than half agree with the distribution schedule of every other month 
■ Not surprisingly, interest areas were quite varied. The top six are:

• Environmental restoration
• Plants and animals
• Water conservation/landscaping
• Recreation on public lands
• Science and technology
• Water availability

While we received a lot of compliments on the newsletter design and
photography, we also heard from several readers about the choice of paper.  

Here’s what we’re doing with the data. First, we’re going to continue to
provide you with a variety of informational and educational articles. Secondly,
we’ve reduced the weight of the paper. This change allows us to maintain our
high quality standards, while lowering our production and distribution costs.  

And finally, to keep the newsletter “fresh” and lively, we’ve made a few
changes on our own. We’ve tweaked the WaterMatters masthead to make each
issue more distinctly recognizable and we plan to take you on “a day at the
District” so you can get your feet wet with staff. And if you’re young or new to
South Florida, we’ve added a bit of water management history by sharing some
photos from yesteryear. Thanks for letting us know what matters to you!

Small canals like this one and others that
surround the lowland southern end of
Butler Oaks Dairy Farm were built to
divert phosphorus-laden stormwater runoff
to a deep holding pool on the property.
Water that once went directly into the
Kissimmee River is now treated before
it reaches the river.

Championing Our Employees
Earlier this year, the District adopted its first

comprehensive Strategic Plan – providing the
agency with clear direction and focus for the next
10 years. Along with critical environmental
restoration and resource management
responsibilities, the Governing Board also identified
employees as a strategic priority.
Governing Board member Irela Bagué, Chair of the

Governing Board’s Human Resources (HR) Committee and a former
water management district employee herself, is quick to recognize the
value of staff to the overall success of the agency. “We could not
accomplish our goals without the passion, motivation and expertise of our
employees,” she said. “They are the very heart and soul of the District.”

What’s at the top of her “to do” list? Promote a quality work
environment that is both challenging and rewarding – and that fosters a
camaraderie and commitment that extends beyond the workplace.  

To open communication channels and to create a forum for bringing
ideas, concerns and solutions to the table, Bagué has initiated a series of
well-received informal meetings that bring her face-to-face with agency
staff. That input will be invaluable as she and her fellow Board members
consider employee-related policies and issues. She also advocates the
empowerment of an internal, peer-level committee of employees to help
identify, recommend and act on initiatives for the benefit of co-workers.    

“At the South Florida Water Management District, we have a tough job
to do,” Bagué said. “But our people are more than up to the task, and we
want them to know that we consider them our most valuable asset in
managing and protecting South Florida’s water resources.” 

Irela Bagué

                                                                                               




